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Elementary Education in Vietnam under the French Colonial Rule:
Focusing on Native Teachers’ Activites in French Vietnamese Schools
Wakana Saito
This article, focusing on the activities of native teachers, considers elementary 
education in Vietnam under the French colonial rule. Thinking about the activities 
of local teachers, I focused on the position of the “Chinese classics teacher” who 
safeguarded the traditional Confucian education in Vietnam prior to French 
colonization, and on the knowledge of Chinese writing and Chinese characters.
Thereby, even though they are both teachers, I found that Chinese classics 
teachers and native Vietnamese teachers in schools under French colonial rule 
had some different characteristics and played a different role. Chinese classics 
teachers have knowledge of Chinese writing and Chinese characters and were 
not just “teachers” but also had an important role in the Vietnamese villages as 
experts in “????”, a Chinese term which comprises of medicine, Confucian-
ism, feng shui and fortunetelling. On the other hand, even though native 
teachers of French Vietnamese schools were working in the villages, their salary 
was paid by the French government, which put them in the precarious position 
of not being able to rely on both France and their village.
Such native teachers were not acting as the exact ‘communicators’ of the 
colonial curriculum France had expected, but they were trying to implement 
adjustments of the French style education more suited to Vietnam and diversi-
fying education according to region.
In conclusion, by focusing on the activities of the native teachers during 
the French colonial period when modern education was introduced, it became 
clear that not only a change from the old Chinese classical knowledge system to 
the new Western knowledge system had taken place. A triangular relationship 
of modern Chinese knowledge, Vietnamese knowledge produced by the 
quoc ngu and Western knowledge was formed in the French colonial period.
Vietnamese knowledge produced by the quoc ngu and Western knowledge was 
formed in the French colonial period.
